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A NEW TECHNOLOGY 
Iowa Beef and 
he satellite network 
by MAURICE L. McGILL/Partner 
Phots nix 
Cattle buyer Wendell Hanson phones information from Held. 
An undercover agent l istening in 
on an orbit ing satellite fre-
quenicy might f irst be puzz led 
by the fol lowing: 
"Tel-Sat one, this is Tel-Sat base. 
How are ya, Bob? We need 15 choice-
primes for Dakota Ci ty Here's the 
numbers. Choice-prime 3-4 , 1,000-
1,025 lbs., rated $69.75-70. Choice 
2-4 , 900-1,050 lbs., $67.50-69.50. 
Thanks, Bob. Catch ya later." 
Such a transmiss ion hasn't hap-
pened yet, but it w i l l . Incongruous as 
it seems, the beef packing i n d u s t r y -
with its images of crowded, noisy 
cattle yards and platoons of aproned 
meatcutters- i s jo in ing the space age. 
Tentatively, but surely, a communica-
t ions project is underway that may 
revolut ionize an industry that has 
already seen considerable change in 
the past 20 years. 
What is not so surpr i s ing is that 
Iowa Beef Processors, Inc., a f i rm 
responsible for many of those 
changes, is leading the revolution. 
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A NEW TECHNOLOGY 
The history of IBP reveals an impres-
sive series of innovations. Founded 
only 20 years ago by two indepen-
dent thinkers, Curr ier Holman and 
A D. Anderson, IBP has turned the 
beef packing business inside out. 
Convinced that the traditional 
methods of procuring, transporting, 
and slaughtering livestock were inef-
ficient and outmoded, the company 
decided to bui ld highly mechanized 
plants out in the country closer to 
the cattle supply. The establishing of 
these local p lant s - the company now 
has 17 plants in seven states-meant 
(hat the company could buy cattle 
directly from the farmer, reducing the 
high transportation and marketing 
cost. It also enabled IBP to select the 
best cattle available. 
Recognizing the need for instant 
communication, the fledgling f i rm 
established a microwave system in 
five states that l inked the purchasing 
and marketing staff, the packing 
plants, and the cattle buyers in the 
field. Instant communication, for 
those unfamil iar w i th the packing 
business, is not only efficient, it is a 
necessity. The market prices pub-
lished in the newspaper are usually 
closing prices. Dur ing the day, prices 
fluctuate rapidly up and down, 
influenced mainly by supply and 
demand. Buying or sel l ing at the 
wrong time can mean a difference 
of thousands of dollars, 
' 'We're talking about a price situa-
tion that changes by the minute, not 
by the hour or day," says John Cole-
man, IBP director of management 
information systems. " W e slaughtered 
5 mi l l ion cattle last year, so you can 
imagine how much difference a few 
cents per head can make." • 
The radio system is s imple but 
effective, and operates l ike a wireless 
telephone. The field buyer dials a 
code number on the radio set in h i s 
vehicle which gains him access to the 
microwave line. The signal is relayed 
through 71 microwave towers across 
Nebraska, Iowa, Minnesota, South 
Dakota, and Kansas. Twice each day, 
the chief buyer at the company's 
Dakota City, Neb. headquarters 
makes a general conference call to all 
field buyers, relaying market informa-
tion and requests for l ivestock. 
The system has surpassed the com-
pany's expectations in its 14 years of 
operation, but time and the harsh 
midwestern weather have taken a tol l 
on outdated equipment. Parts are dif-
f icult or imposs ible to acquire. Also, 
the system is not secure, either from 
simple scanning devices, which 
enable someone to l isten in, or from 
l ine failure. 
"The United States has 
developed the most ef-
ficient food and fiber 
system in the world. It is 
efficient for one rea-
son—because invest-
ment in agriculture and 
its marketing systems 




USDA Foreign Agricultural Service 
The company faced several alterna-
tives, all of them expensive. The most 
obvious so lut ion was to rebuild the 
entire microwave system at a cost of 
many mi l l ions of dollars. Another 
was the replacement of microwave 
equipment with standard, dedicated 
telephone lines—again at a huge cost. 
But once again Iowa Beef Proc-
essors has made a decision that sets 
the company apart from others in the 
industry. It chose to leapfrog into 
space-age communications by estab-
l i sh ing a l ink-up with an orbit ing 
communications satellite. According 
to Don Savage, manager of commu-
nications, satellite control offers the 
brightest future for the best price. 
" In it ial ly, we plan to test the system 
on a l imited basis," he explains. 
"Obv ious ly a complete conversion of 
the entire five-state system would be 
prohibit ive. So we'l l tie in only our 
southern region packing operations 
unt i l we work out potential prob-
lems, and, more importantly, acquire 
experience in th i s area." The plan is 
to combine l imited satellite opera-
tions with dedicated telephone l ines 
in the other areas, but the combina-
tion is s t i l l less costly than rebuilding 
the microwave system. 
Although [he satell ite control has 
many potential uses—including tele-
phone and data network t ie- ins, cor-
porate and field sates communica-
tion, and even exotic poss ibi l i t ies l ike 
tele-conference calls—the pioneer 
system wi l l be l imited init ial ly to the 
IBP plants in Kansas, the southern 
system cattle buyers, and Dakota City 
headquarters. 
An immediate advantage of the 
new system-expected to begin 
operation in July, 1981—will be the 
el imination of almost hall of the 
microwave towers. The operation w i l l 
require several earth stations which 
transmit the satell ite signal; no new 
lowers w i l l be needed. Satell ite com-
munication is also secure and 
extremely reliable unless, as Savage 
puts it, " the bird falls out of the sky." 
Iowa Beef Processors again has set 
a foot in unexplored territory. " T h i s 
company is not afraid to look at any-
thing that might help our opera-
t ions, " says |ohn Coleman, " W e con-
stantly encourage our people to f ind 
new ways of doing things." 
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